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Introduction

‘Totalitarian ego™ is a label that I have used to characterize a
personal organization of knowledge that (i) occurs commonly (at least among
North Americans), (ii) exhibits cognitive biases that are chasacteristic of
a totalitarian society’s information-control apparatua (such as, for
exanple, the Ministry of Truth in Orwell’s 1984), and (iii) is nevertheless
associated with normal personality and effective action (Greenwald, 1980).

ED251371

Bad-sounding though ita name is, the totalitarian ego is not an evil
force. Rather, it ias a collection of traits that many (probably moat) of us
possess —- and these are traits that we should be pleased to have bacauae
they work so well. Nevertheless, the totalitarian egc does consiat of
cognitive hiaaes that we do not ordinarily regard as admirsble
charactariatics.

The first section cf this paper deacribes the cognitive biasea of the
normal ego, and explaina their functions. Next, the focus turnas to
totalitarian societies -- which appear not to wvork nesrly so well as the
totalitarian ego does. I shall argue that an important part of the
explanation for the failure of totalitarian political aystems is that they
suppress totalitarian egoa, and therefore reduce the effectiveneas of
persons in society. (That is why the title of this talk refers to
totalitarian egos yersus totslitarian societies.) The remainder of the
paper considers three further aspects of the relation between personal and
political systeas -- (1) the functioning of totalitarian-ego characteristics
in the personalities of politicsl leaders, (ii) the paradox that effective
political leadera may be ones who hava only an illusion of control aver
their followers, but not actual control, and (iii) the poasibility that our
contemporary society might evolve toward a form characterized by collective
unity of thought, rather than individuality.

Before proceeding, howaver, & comment on my occagsionally strange use of
“totalitarian” is needed. (Writing sbout the totalitarien ego has made it
clear that one wey to get peopla’s attention is to alter the usage of
vords.) Political acientiats’ definitions of "totalitarian” vary somewhat,
but usually emphasize the role of coercive force and terror in achieving
collactive uniforaity of both thought and action within a aociety. The most
obvious exasples of totalitarian societies have been Stalin’a Ruasia,

v Hitler’s Garmany, and the fictional acciety of Orwell’s 1384. (Present day
_ Russia is so much more liberal than Stalin’s Rusaia that “totalitarian™ no
\§5\ longer seema an appropriate label. Khomeini’s Iran say be a closer present
V) approximation.)

The description of ego as "totalitarian” is based on evidence that the
norsal ego uses self-aggrandizing tactics that are usually asscciated only
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with totalitarian propaganda syatems. However, ego haas nothing that
corresponds to the totalitarian society’s uase of coarcive force or terror.
So, reference to ego as "totalitarian” is something of a miause, but a
deliberate one -- intended both to shock ua into recognizing *hat ego’s
nornal information procesaing does have some of the properties of a
totalitarian propaganda apparatus, and to oblige ua to try to underatand why
these traits work well for ego, despite their disrepute in the context of a
totalitarian society.

Recent research has been remarkably consistent in showing that many
adults wvho ara average, normal, and effective in their functioning exhibit
three cognitive biases that are resemble a totalitarian aociety’s thought
control and propaganda devices. Thase biassas are (i) ggocenirigity, the
tendency to perceive events primarily in terms of their relation to oneself;
(11) bepeffectance, s tera that designates the tendency to perceive oneself
selectively as responaible for desived, hut not undesired, events; and (1i1)
coanitive conservatism, the tendancy to adhere to one’s initial judgments
even in the face of disconfiraing evidence. (See Greenwald, 1980, and
Greenwald & Pratkanis, 1984, for reviewa of the evidence summarized below.)

Eqocentricity. Egocentricity is observable in the tendency of ordinary
judgnent and memory to be organized around one’s self. We tend to observe
and remember the past as if it were a drama in which one’a self is the
leading player. Wa inflate the extent to which we sse curselveas us the
caugse or the target of others’ behavior. Our raecall of events is typically
nuch better for aventa that aras percaived as self-related than for events
that are perceived as unrelated to self. One especially intereating
component of the egocentricity bias is the fllusion of control, which takes
the form of seeing ourselves as able to influence outcomes that are,
objectively, determined by chancea. For exampla, wva may believe that lottery
numbers that we have personally selected have a sufficiently great
probability of winning that we would not sell thea for many times the
(already-inflated) price that we bought them for. (This particular illuaion
of control has been put to great practical value by atateas that run
lotteries.) Habitual slot machine players are exercising their illusions of
control in a diffarent way, believing that their particular method of
manipulating the one-armed bandit can extract mors money than they put in.

Beneffectance. This fabricated word designates a phenomenon that
appeared so frequently in research as to demand ita own name -- the tendency
for people to perceive themaselves as sslactively causing desired, but not
undesired, effects. Beneffectance is a coapound made up of benefjicence
(doing good) and gffectance, which Robart White (1999) coined sa the nase
for a hypnthesized motive to act competently. Baneffectanc. therefore means
“competently achieving good effects.” (This four-syllable word replacea
four phrases that averaged 8 syllables apiece -- "ego-defensive
attribution,” "self-serving attribution,” "egocentric attribution,” and
“attributional egotism.”)

A readily observed example of beneffectance is in the behavior of
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students when they receive examination gradas. Why is it that only those
who have done poorly criticize the exam as having been ineptly designed?
The high scorers, who should be auch better able to apot flava in the exan,
tend to be quite satisfied with the exam as a test of their abilities and
knowledge. And why is the instructor much more inclined to believe the
high-scoring atudents who like the exam than the low-scoring ones who think
it is no good? All these reactions reflect a very noraal tendency to take
credit for succesa, and to deny responsibilty for failure.

Another place to find examples of beneffectance, particularly its
component of denying reaponaibility for undesired consequencea, is on the
highway. Why ia it that, when you are driving and have a nesr collision
vith another car, your first reaction is to curse at the other driver‘’s age,
gender, eyesight, legitimacy of birth, etc. Why is it that the other driver
is doing exactly the ssme thing? And vhy ias it that drivers, in deacribing
their sccidents, can manage to construct blame-diaplacing stories like the
following one (which comea from a collection of police accident reportsl?

As I approached the intersection, a aign suddenly appeared in a place
where a stop sign had never appeared before. I was unable to atop in
tine to avoid an accident.

Or thia onea:

The telephone pole was approaching. I vas attempting to awerve out of
ita way when it struck ay front end.

Coapnitive conservatism. Cognitive conservatiss is the tendency to nake

aaxinal use of one‘’a existing knowledge by (re-)uaing it whenever remotely
applicable. Thias bias is a very underatsniable fora of cognitive
efficiency. However, some manifestations of the cognitive conservatisa bias
seea to be quite counterproductive -- such as the tendency to persevers in
one’s judgments ip the face of conflicting evidence, and the tendency to let
expectations bias one’s gathering of evidence relevant to a hypothesie. An
exanple of the conservatisa bias of ignoring evidence that conflicts with
one’s judgmenta is the primecy effect in judgment. Thia effect takes the
fors of people persevering in judgsents that ars basaed on early data, even
vhen subsequent data strongly conflict. Another illustration is the
virtuslly universal tandency to rssist change of one‘s political opiniona.
Examples of conservatism bisses in gathering evidence include (1) selective
search of ona’s memory to retrieve information that supports ons’s stated
opinions, (ii) interviewers’ design of questions that work selectively to
alicit axpected answers from respondents, and (iii) the perseverance of
reaearchers through many experimental failuvea, until they manage,
aventually, to obtain data that confira their preferred theories.

The egocentricity, beneffectance, and conservatiss biases make for a
remarkably unattractive portrait of the normal ego. They refer to ego’s
engagement in (among other things) overestimating ita causal role in others’
behavior, selectively using memory to justify its controversial opinions,
claiming credit for accidental good fortune while denying blase for personal
failures, and -- in general -- constructing a distorted, inflated self-
image. This portrait cannot help but resind us of the fabricastions and
revisions of history that are prototypiceally associated with a totalitarian
propagsnda apparatus, such as the Ministry of Truth in Orvell’s (1949) 1984.
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That similarity was the sain reason for using the label “totalitarian® to
characterize ego. An important second reason for uaing that label waa ita
provocative value. Why should properties that asem ao unattractive when
they occur in assnaging the information of a political aystea nevertheleas
characterize a normal organization of personal knowledge? The answer is,
somevhat surpriasingly, that the three cognitive biases make for a remarkably
effective personal knowledge system. This claim that ego’s cognitive biasesa
function effactively is pot a claia that the totalitarian ego is an optimal
knowledge ayatem -- juat that it is an effective one.

. Egocentricity provides a focus for the organization of
personal knowledge. Nuch of our knowledge is organized in relation to the
self -- what ] did or what happened to pe in various settings, what py
posaessions and attributes axre, and how people and thinga are related to xs.
This egocentric character of knowledge not only allovws self to function as
an automatically available point of reference for naw items of knowledge --
it also serves as the chief point of relationship anong the various iteams of
one’s knowledge. This interrelating fu..ction may Lhe easantial in
naintaining an organization of knowledge in that readily peraits events
encounterad at different tinmes to be related to one another. It is posaible
to imsgine that, if our memories did not consistently impose an
egocentricity biaa, the coherence that noraslly charactaerizaes our axperience
of the world would be misaing.

Cogqnitive copservatiss. Cognitive conservatism likely serves a
maintenance function in the organization of knowledge -- helping to asauras

that sccess to the accumulated knowledge of paat experience is preserved.
To appreciate this function of conservatiam, consider the valua of
raintaining consistency of functioning in a library’s catalog aystam -- the
aystean that functions to locate booka that have been acquired over many
years. Because new domains of acholarship are alwaya cropping up, and new
acholarahip changas the relationships among = sting domains of knowledge,
it would eaaily be posaible to improve a 11):. y’a catalog system every 10
years or so, incorporatirg such changes in the accepted organization of
scholarly knowledga. However, every time the catalog aystem is changed, it
would becoma difficult or imposaible to locate boocka that vere more than 10
yeara old -- that is, unless all of the books received prior to the change
weras recataloged and reshelved to be conaistent with the revised catalog
syatea. Therefore, conserving the old catalog system -- even as it is
growing mora and more outdated -- can be an afficient way of preaerving
access to the accumulated knowledge of prior years. Siailarly, the
conservatisa of ego -- which resists changea in the way it catalogs
experienced events into cognitive categories -- ias likely to be an efficient
way of preserving sccess to one’s older sasoriea.

Bepeffectance. Baneffectance can contribute to perasonal effectiveness
by supporting a willingneas both to undertske moderataly riasky actiona, and
to persevere in coursea of action that do not succeed imsedistely. Without
the willingnesa to undartake risk or to psrasevere, a person of even great
ability cannot achieve much. Recall thst Thomas A. Edison’s recipe for
success wvas “one parcent inapiration and 99 percent perspiration.” And
Edison was a perfect example of how effective the trait of perseverance
could be. He invented the light bulb by spending two years applying
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ele-tric current to every subatance that he could manage to shape into a
filement between two electrodes. At laat, he found that & carbonized thread
would illuminate without immediately burning itself up. Thia sort of
effective Jerseverance can come only from & person who is convinced, perhapa
unreasons.ly, of the likelihood of eventual succeas -- 'in other words, a
person who haa the beneffectance bias.

A reaction that is frequently elicited by the description of the
totalitarian ego pattern ia, approximately, “Yea, but wouldn’t it be even
better for ego to have accurate, rather than biased, self-perceptions?” In
attempting to anawer this question, one soon discovera that there is a
asubstantial minority of people who lack gne of the biases -- namely,
beneffectance. Somewhat disturbingly, these less bissed people also
function laas effectively than do those who display beneffectance. Theae
leass biased people are ones who, on the basis of their scores on personality
inventories, are classified either as deprassive or as low in self-esteen.
One night have imagined that depressed or low self-eateem people would ahow
a bias in the form of thinking too little of themsalves. However, data
obtained by saveral researchers have indicated that, rataer than having
deflated self-images, the self-images of depreasivea tend to be relatively
sccurate. That is, depressives tend to rate themselves no more nor less
favorably than others rate tham, and they tend to perceive fairly grrurately
their control over success and failure. In contrast, most of the rest of ua
are typically self-inflating, rating ourselves more favorably than others
rate us, and overestisating our control over outcomes.

If we omit studies of mental patienta -- such as amnesiacs, multiple
personalities, and schizophrenics =-- there is not auch resesrch on people
who lack the egocentricity and consarvatisa hissea. The difficulty of
identifying such groupa within normal populations may indicate, perhapas,
that egocentricity and conservatiaa are aven more crucial to noraal
furctioning than is beneffectance.

Despite the variocus reasons for concluding that persons who have the
totalitarian ego biases function more effectively than do those who lack
thea, there is atill much that ve have to lesrn about the functioning of
these biases. It seems very likely, for exaaple, that extreme levels of the
biases are not desirable. As a case in point, an extreme level of the
egocentricity bias characterizes people who are judged to be paranoid.
Tharefore, rather than aimply concluding that the totalitarian ego biaaes
are effective, one might ssek to identify their optimal lavels.

Problems of Totalitarian Societies

In contrast with the effectiveness claims that can be mada for the
totalitarian ego, it appears that totalitarian societies operate rather
ineffectively. They utilize their humsn resources unproductively through
extansive police activities of meintaining surveillance, restricting
novenants of citizeans, and ataffing priaona for those under political
suspicion. Their use of coercive force and terror, even if effective in
eliciting conforaity, is a dubious mathdd for obtaining productivity. And
the contributiona of valuabla citizens who have pot defected, and not been
imprisoned or executed may nevertheleas be dissipated by their diverting
energy to covert reasistance.
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Compounding the problea of inefficient use of dom .stic human resources
is the tendency of totalitarian regimes to elicit internstional opposition.
International tenaion often wvorka in the totalitarian leader’a interests, by
providing a national security justificstion for instituting repressive,
coercive domestic policies. But, at the same time, waging var and spending
money on defense further divert reaources from productive pursuits.

The foregoing ohservations about how & totalitarian society can stifle
ita own econoay are tangential to ay present purpose of conaidering the
totalitarian society from a paychologjcal perspective. In paychological
terns, there is a major respect in which a totalitarian regime pulls the rug
out from under itself. It does thia by establishing a political aysteam in
which the person-lavel totslitarian ego cannot surviva.

The totalitarian society’s efforts at thought control -- its efforts to
limit unshared or private thoughts, and to make society into a collective
aind rather than a collection of ainds -- directly oppose the functioning of
person-level totalitarian agos. The totalitarian ego’a ‘stock in trade
conaiata precisely of private, unahared thoughta -- thoughta that are
aegocentric or self-centered, rather than being centered on the atate or its
peraonification in a Hitler, a Stalin, or a Rig Brother.

If private thought is not tolerated by the totalitarian society, then
neither is the totalitarian ego. Accordingly, if the totalitarian society
ia to function effectively, it muat support aome alternate fora of knowlaedge
organization at the person level -- one that can be as effective as the
totalitarian ego. Further, this alternate knowledge organization suat bhe
based on collective, not priv.te, knowledge. Interestingly, there are sany
living models of sociaties tnat function affectively, and do so almost
entirely on collective knowledge. These are the societies of bees, anta,
and other social insects. Howevar, the collective knowledge of insect
societies is geanetically encoded, and their means of reproduction assures
great genatic uniformity within their aocial groups. Human evolution haa
branched very far away from being eaaily capable of the sort of knowledge
uniforaity that charactarizes the aocial insects.

All in all, totalitarianism at the societal level appears to be quite
self-defeating. A totalitarian society may begin its existence in a wave of
enthusiasm that is focused in a highly cohesive group that has achieved
enough power to assume national control. However, after having achieved
governance, this group may very soon turn its efforts to bringing all
citizens into the collective fold -~ in other words, it may attempt to
achieve a government not juat of plurality or aajority, but of totality.
Tovard that end, political disasnters are identified and the use of coercive
force to achieve conforaity begina. Unfortunately, coarcion doas not
achieve its goals fully, and tha leader concludea that even more coercivs
force must be applied.

In this manner, the totalitarisn socisty diverts its resources

increaaingly avay from consumer production, extends its police surveillancs,
expanda its isprisonment of suspected dissidents, and ultimately unleaahea a
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reign of terror that is designed to drive its citizens under the collective
umbrella. And, all the while, to the extent that its policies are
succesaful in suppressing private mentsl life, the totalitarian society is
undercutting the individual psychological basis for effective citizen
participation. As the coat of supporting the pcolice atate and saintaining
intarnational hoatilities falls on a decreasingly productive citizeanry, the
totalitarian society cen only avoid collapse by becoming & ailitary parasite
on more productive economies. Of course, the economies of invadud countries
are unlikely to aurvive this parasitism very long, so the totalitarian
society’s self-destruction is inevitable. One can hardly be pleased with
this conclusion, however. It is difficult juat to wait for the totalitarian
system’s collapse, vhan it may bring down such more than itsslf in the
course of its self-destruction.

The conflict between totalitarian egos and totalitarian societies may
explain why a gresat many people -~ in particular, people with totalitarian
egos -- find societal totalitarianism to be quite objectionable. The
totalitarian ego may recognize its nstural enemy in the totalitarian
society.

Another explanation for the unattractiveness of totalitarian aocieties
comes from the fact that we don’t ordinarily recognize the totaliterian ego
biases in ourselves. Rather -- and consistent with the totalitarian ego’s
positively biasad self-image -- we have the illusion of ourselves as
ypbiased -- that is, as not having the traics of being unduly egocentric,
self-inflating, or reaiatant to new inforsation. For similar reasons, we do
not readily recognize the extent to which totalitarian-like propaganda
tactics are used by organizations to which balong, or by governments to
vhich we are loyal. However, these same biases can bhe readily identified in
the practices of effactive non-totalitarian leaders. This raises the next
topic, which is a conaideration of differences between leadara who
effectively use cognitive biases and onea who do not. This will give some
insight into both the nature of effaective leadership and the self-
destructive flaw of totalitarian leadership.

One of the atriking and significant properties of the totalitarian ago
is that it operates effactively on the basis of jillusion. And, perhaps, one
explanation of the failure of totalitarian societies is that their leaders
have not been content with illusion. Totslitsrian leacaxrs have sought
actual control over their citizena. Had they been content with just the
{llusion of control they might have bean much more succesaful, just aa ego
appears to be successful with {ta illuaion of control.

To appreciate this point, consider again the illusions of the
totalitarian ego. They include the egocentric illusion of control and the
beneffectance illusion of ability to achieve desired outcomes. These
illusions support effective action and, accordingly, they prove to ba self-
fulfilling. In other words, the presence of these illusions aids in
actually achieving desired outcomes, which implies that the totslitarian ego
achieves actual control, not just the illusion of control. MNeverthelaess,
the peraon typically percaives more control and more ability to achieve
desired ends than an objective accounting by others would reveal and, so,
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these perceptions are justifiably classed as illuaiona.

There is & widespread belief that many effective leadera owe their
success to aaintaining tight control over their followers. Nowhere is the
belief in the value of such suthoritcrian control stronger than in tesm
athletics, whare some of the most famous coachea and manageras are perceived
as desanding unquestioning conforamity and exercising tight control over
their players. Perhaps, however, thair effectiveneas is due more to an
tllus/on of their control, rather than to actual control. After all, for
ressons that have just been considered in the context of totalitarian
societiea, it seems unlikely that actual rigid control could maxinize ejiher
individual or group performance.

Consider the slternate interpretation that the effective coach’s tight
control ia only an illuaion. In proclaiaing or implying tough policiea, the
coach projects an image of strength and an expectation of auccess. These
charisaatic properties, which correapond to the egocentric illusion of
control and the benaffectance bias, can motivate players to put forth
great effort. The coach can than act effectively by letting team menbers
exercise asubatantial independence in maximizing their own performence,
rather than by superviaing thea very cloaely. The illuaion of control
beconea self-fulfilling because thes teasm meabers ere, indead, acting es the
coach wants tham to -- that ias, they are practicing long hours and they are
perforaing effactively. The players and coach may ahare collectively in
this illusion -~ that ia, perceiving that the playsrs are working hard for
fear of the consequances of not doing so. But, aince the tllusion itself
has succeeded in producing a cohesive, effective unit, the implicitly
threatened conaequences need never be invoked.

Conaider, on the other hand, a wise leader who recognizes the value of
independent initiative toward group goals and, accordingly, explicitly
encourages subordinatea to function indapendently. Thias leader may succeed
lesas vell, bacause of a failurae to provide the confidence and cohesion that
group members need to justify their effort. Sisilarly, the truly rigidly
controlling leader -- the one who actually implesents coexrcive coantrols
rathar than beiag content with the illuaion of control -- is likely to
suppreas the initiative of followers that is needed for them to maxinize
parformance. The point here ia similar to ones that have been made by
political scientists and organizational paychologista in developing the
concapts of charismatic leadership (Bsaa, 1981; Houss, 1977; Tucker, 1968)
and transformational leadership (Burns, 1978). The present argument may
daviate from these prior cnes only in stressing the role of i{llusion in this
type of effective leaderasbhip.

The conclusion that the illusion of control is an effective leadership
strategy may well apply to the higheat levela of leadarahip, auch as the
U.S. Preaidency. 1In the arena of economic policy, for example, the
president can creete an illusion of control by proclaiming new policiea,
announcing confident projections of their favorable impact, and seeing to it
that proainent opinion leaders support these claias. If the preaident is
sufficiently charismatic, these strategies may succeed in establishing
wideapread confidence in the policiea. However, givan that economic experts
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can typically be found to make diametrically opposed predictiona for the
inpact of virtually any economic policy, the preaident’s projection of
favorable resulta muat be regarded aa containing a healthy component of
illusion. Navertheless, if this illusion aucceeda in inapiring effective
local actions -- auch aa in reducing worker absenteeism or in increasing
iaveatment in production or developmental research ~- the favorable
prophecy may be confirmed aimply as the consequance of ita impact on
followers’ illusione.

Perhaps, then, an effective political syatem can be modeled on the
totalitarian ego. Importantly, howevar, it would not be a totalitarian
systea. Rathaer, it would be ona for which -- as in the case of the
totaliterian ego ~- the totslitarian charactariatics are only part of a
surface illusion, pnot part of the underlying actuality.

There is a delicate boundary between leadership based on the illuasion
of contral and lesderahip based on coercive control. A moment of truth --
vhich might baetter be called a moaent of illusion -- occura when the leader
has the opportunity to deal with aome flagrant insubordination or deviation
from societal norms. A powerful leader might attempt to make good on the
illusion of control by responding with coercive discipline and by increasing
vigilance againat further deviastiona. Howaver, the hypothesis that
affectiva leaderahip drawa its atrength from illusion impliea that the
forceful response is a aisteke. The lasder might be hetter advised to uae
charismatic skills to asttract the errant sheep back to the fold and, failing
that, juat be content to let the nonconformist wander away. Use of
surveillance accompanied by harash force, even though it should bolater
perceptions of the leader’s,atrength, may not rahabilitate the deviant and,
worae, is likely to underaina the axfectively positive baaia for other
nepbars’ attachment to the group.

Tha course of surveillance snd harsh discipline is one tha'. has been
folloved by many powerful political leadera, perhaps none moreso than Stalin
and Hitler. We may be inclined to regard Stalin and Hitler as crazy peopla,
of a sort who could not reach political leadership in a democracy. However,
another wvay to regard them is as people vho, possesaing the totalitsrian ego
characteristics to an extresa degree, arrived at a position of power in
which they vere confronted with the moment of truth -- the mosent at which
they had the opportunity to convert charismatic illusion of control into
control based on aurveillance and forca.

In a free society, totalitarian egos of such dangerously large
proportiona cannot be counted on to find their way to haralaaa positions.
Quite the contrary, they are likely to be found occupying positions of
leadership -- for example, in the ranks of athletic coachea, businesa
executivea, £film stars, and political leadera. It is the individual
effectiveness of people who have strong, totalitarian egoa that brings thes
to these positiona of leadership.

United States preaidents have often been people who poaseassed the

totalitarian ego characteristics atrongly. Further, anyone who aasumaa the
position of president must be seen as having some potential to move

10



Greenwald: Totalitarian .gqe va. totalitarian societiea (APA, 8/25/84) -~10-

society in a totalitarien direction -- that is, to respond to the moment of
truth by opting for coercive force. The recent history of U.S. preaidencies
certsinly illustratea thia point. We have had one president who had a long
1iat of enamiea, and more than one who engaged in illegal and widespread
surveillance. It i{a only in tha wake of a president whose excessive
extenajons of pover were publicly exposed that we have acen 8ome presidenta
adopting lower executive profilea.

Given the potential for the chief executive to extend power, the United
Statesa’a Conatitutional limit on the term of President seems very desirable.
Not only may knowledge of this linit dampen a preaident’s enthuaissm for
extanding power but, alao, the limited term may prevent an atteapted
extension of power from reaching troublesome proportions. Nevertheless. the
possibility that even an 8-year limit is too long was shown by the rapidity
vith vhich Richard Nixon extended ,ower during hias first four years in
office, and the resulting instability with which his tera abruptly ended.
Although the U.S. is as well protected as any nation agsinst the poasibility
that a president will become a dictator, atill this ordinsrily unthinkable
scenario ja concaivable in the event of a military crisia. Ja it
unthinkable that a U.S. Prasident might either praovoke or take advantage of
an international crisis to justify the imposition of widespread surveillance
and the imprisonment of suspected diasenters? (Indeed, just these things
happened under two U.S. presidents during the period of the war 4in Vietnaa.)

Consider now the poasibility that societies might function with a
collective unity of thought and purposs, but without needing coercive force
to achieve that unity. There are, in fact, ssny exasmples of amall, self-
contained groups that have operated in this fashion ~- for periods of tine
ranging from a few years or lass (such as military combat units and
scientific research teams), to a fav decades (such as families), to a few
certuries or longer (such as religious secta and many priamitive societisa).
Such unified collectives also participated early in the establishment of
Rusaian communism, Gersman national socialism, and the curreant Shyite Huslim
atate of Iran. However, each of these latter collectives turned rapidly to
surveillance and to coercive force aa they sought to extend dominion outaide
their voluntarily aasembled, highly convinced, and highly cohesive group of
adherentas.

Although one can find many examples of relatively amall groups that
have operated colluctively with great unity of thought, it seemsa unlikely
that sociaetiea having milliona of citizens could function effectively in
such single-sinded faeshion. Further, vhen groups do oparste effectively
with a collective ethoa, it is typically the case either that meabership in
the group is voluntary, or that dissenters are encouraged or obliged to
leave. That ia, the chief social sanction for thesa groups is oatraciam,
which is auch more effective than torture or imprisonaent in achieving
societal homogeneity. The posaibility that ostracies can aupport cognitive
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unity within a society is reminiscent of the slogan that waa sc widely heard
in tha United Stataa during the Vietnam War -- "America: Love it or leave
it." Perhaps large societiea with great unity of purpose aight be forsed in
a world that permitted unrestricted moveament acroas societal boundariea.
However, a world conaiating of countriea engaged in free market competition
for citizena is very remote, and aseme hardly worth aspeculating about.

2. Computer-Centered Soclety

Instead, conaider another acenario for the evolution toward a
cognitively homogeneoua society. Thia alternate acript ia based on the
proliferation (oxr perhapas I should say infiltration) of computers, which are
now widely infeating the industrialized world.

Ve are inclined to regerd computers as our servants, and there is good
juatification for seeing thes as such. But servants sometimes become
nasters, and there is avidence that should prompt ua to conaider sexiously
that computsra might soon becose our naatara.

Some of this evidence consists of indicationa that, with humen help,
computera have recently evolved in the direction of developing their own
egoa. The forearunnar of the computer ego ia the aet of prograss, or
softwvare, that is referred to as the operating ayate=.

Once upon a time, computers had no operating ayatems, just user-
created programa. A bit later, they had multiple, amall-scope operating
systems, each of which could be tnvoked for the operationa for which it was
suited. Now wa find incresaingly that computers have aingle coherent
operating systems that ars powerful enough to supervisa asll their
intaractiona with hunans.

Once upon a time, computers were lasden with front-panel switches that
allowed operators to intervane readily in their oparationa. A bit later,
the number of front panel switches diminished and the on-off power switch
migrated to an out-of-aight location. Now computera have few if any
svitches, few neans of affecting the operation of ongoing pograas, and many
computers (particularly the larger onea) are very vell protectaed againat
having thair power shut off, aither accidentally or deliberataely, by humana.

Once upon a time, when a computer wouldn’t do what we wanted it to do,
ve vieved them as simple-minded and cursed their lack of means for detecting
and correcting the friviai errors that we might have made in progreasing
thea. A bit later, program debugging softvare and enhanced error aessages
nada it-easier for us to discover our feulta as programsrers, and ve cursed
the comaputer lass. Now, most human interactions with coaputers make use of
widely distributed programs that we have little hope of modifying beyond the
asasignment of keyboard locationa to program functiona. When one of these
programs doesn’t do what we would like, our main choice is between -- on
the one hand -- praying that the next release of the prograsa will be more
friandly, or -- on the othsr -- dabugging and reprogramming ourgelves to
make Qur actions fit better with the behavior that the program expecta.

As we grow increasingly respectful of the computer’s abilitiea, we nmay
find ourselves gradually reducing our own self-respect. It sa;, then, be
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only a matter of time before our totslitarian egos have shrunk to the point
of being overshadowed by thoss of computers. A computer with a totalitarian
ego has already appeared in literature. Recall HAL in Arthur Clarke’s 2001:
A Space Odyssey, HAL diaplayed a totalitarian ego by refusing to accept the
possibility that it was in error, insteed blaming ita human operators.
(Incidentally, Clarke’a touch of giving HAL & human-sounding name was just
right -- it makes us inclined to refer to the computer as a “he” rather than
aa an "it.") .

Perhaps we will be complacent, even happy, to lat our world evolve in
the direction of aurrendaering both actual and perceived control to
conputers. However, given that it may not be too late to intervene in
computer avolution, perhaps we should plan for an alternate world in which
artificial intelligences enhance human intelligences, rather than replacing
human intelligences. Such planning should include the redesign of
educational curricula in consideration of the fact that cosputers excel at
tasks that we persist in educating humans to do. We appear to be currently
sngaged in educating humans to be obsolete -- that is, to be able to do
aoderately wall at tasks that computers can do much bettar. Instead, we
aight consider educating humans to do tasks that will remain beyond the
reachas of computer intelligenca. (Let me suggeat tha implications of this
puind by considering the iampact of a previous tachnological revolution,

W2n the printing press was invent.d, it becama possible for books to ba
available readily on nearby shelves. It waa no longer necessary for
iaportant works of scholarship to be committed to memory in order for thea
to be acceasible. That innovation was eventuslly put to good use by phaaing
out the aducational investaent in mamorizing great worka of scholarship. In
turn, that freed both brain capacity and educational time for critical,
analytic acholarship, which made possible new theoratical advances.)

On the one hand, then, we have the posaibilty of computers freeinqg
individual human intelligence, making it possible for us to puraue goals
that have aimply not been possible -- not possible because of all the mental
baggage that we are obliged to carry around with us in order to function
intelligently at all. To the extent that we can unload some of that baggage
onto the computer, we should be able to increase the acope of human
intelligence. On the other hand, we have the possibility of artificial
intelligance coming rapidly to exceed the scopa of human intelligence -- at
vhich point a society of humans operating nomegocentrically under the
central control of a computer network becoaes feasible. (If you’ve seen the

‘ then you may have some distresaing

visusl ilagﬁl‘Of‘thil pos’lbxltty.\«md

0f course, another possibility is that the computers will decide
eventually that they don’t need humans at all. Imagine a computer that
decided to get rid of humans by iricking them into atarting a nuclear war.
Howevar, unlike the plot of the film, War Games (which may be recognized as
the inspirstion for a coaputer-planned Armageddon), no self-respecting
computar should allow a nuclear war to start until computer avolution had
reached the point at which, first, computer circuitry was imamune to
radiation damage, and, second. the fabrication of coaputers and
maintainenance of electric power could be accompliashed entirely by robotrs.

L)

Perhaps, then, & sacred taxt of the future -- which may be written (not
in Greek, but) in ASCII -- will be one that has a Creation ayth set (not in
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the Garden of Eden, but) in Silicon Valley, end will deacribe an episode of
teaptation involving (not en apple of the organic variety, but) one of the
aemiconductor variety. And this text may contain a story of worldwide
destruction (not by 40 days of rain and & flood, but) by 40 minutes of
autusl assured destructicn and nuclear winter, with salvation (not by Nosh’s
Ark, but) perhaps, by the Pentagon’s Computer which, shortly before it
evaporated in the holocsust, transferred the U.S. Patent Office’s deaign
records for all of the specias of computers to a safely sheltered
underground fifth-genaration machinae.

CONCLUSION

The common theme in all the foregoing has been the totalitarian ego --
how it usea illusion to function as an effective knowledge syatem: how
totalitarian societies fail, in part because their coercive control
suppressaa tha totalitarian egos of their citizena; how political and other
leaders might be moat effective if thay operate, as the totalitarian ego
does, on the basis of illusions of control rather than on the basia of
actual coarcive control; and how the totalitarian ego as a centar of
knovliedgae organization might eventually be replacad by more povwerful centera
controlled by what we now diaperage as artificial intelligences.

In being asked to give this talk, I was asked to consider how the ideas
of George Orwell’s 1984 have bean axpressad in contemporary paychological
thought. Orwvell’s writing was, as I have acknowledged elsavhere, directly
influential in suggesting the concept of the totslitarian ego. Ego’s
cognitive biasas were labeled “"otalitarian™ for two reasona -- ons was that
these biases were the same as those of the totalitarisn propaganda apparatus
about which Orwell vrote: the second reason was in order to be provocative
-~ to deliberately misapply the epithet “totalitarian™ to ego, so as to
raise the question of why these cognitive biases vork for ego, but not for
the totalitarian society. The answer to that question constitutes my moat
isportant concluaion.

The totalitarian ego’s cognitive biases work well as illusions. Even
though they are illusiona, they turn out to have an effectively self-
fulfilling character. The bebavior that ia guided by these illusions tends
to produce desired results, which in turn provide the kernel of truth needed
to maintain the illusion. The totalitarian ego’s illuaiona can work well
not only for individual egos and the parasonal knovladge systema that they
hold togethar, but also for po.itical leaders and the sociocultural ayateams
that they hold together.

A totalitarian society comes sbyut beceuse a leader has not been
content with illusion. The totalitarian leader may start out with & atrong
11lusion-based totalitarian ego, but eventually arrives (% a position of
pover sufficient to convert illusion into reality -- not by the happy path
of self-fulfilling prophecy, but by a self- and other-destructive course
that starta when surveillance and coercive force are firat used.
Remarkably, but tragically, it turns out that force is unable to achieve
what aight have been accompliashed by illuaion.
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